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PUTTING STUDENTS AT THE CENTRE IN EDUCATION REFORM

ABSTRACT. Education reform cannot succeed and should not proceed without much
more direct involvement of students in all its aspects. This paper develops a set of argu-
ments for a sustained and meaningful role for students in defining, shaping, managing and
implementing reform, and outlines some ways in which such involvement might occur. The
arguments are both organizational and educational in nature, as are the proposed strategies
for increasing the student role in the reform and improvement process.

The history of education reform is a history of doing things to other people,
supposedly for their own good. Each level in the hierarchy of education
believes it knows best what those at lower levels need to do, and has
little shyness about telling them or, just as often, forcing them. So govern-
ments issue directives to school districts, schools, principals and teachers;
districts instruct schools, and principals try to direct teachers.

Right at the bottom of the education status list, of course, are students.
They are subject to direction from everyone above. Even though all the
participants in education will say that schools existfor students, students
are still treated almost entirely as the objects of reform.

In this paper I argue that education reform cannot succeed and should
not proceed without much more direct involvement of students in all its
aspects. I develop grounds for a sustained and meaningful role for students
in defining, shaping, managing and implementing reform, and outline
some ways in which such involvement might occur. Indeed, greater student
involvement would constitute an important reform in its own right.

THE PRAGMATIC AND THE NORMATIVE

I was a student and very involved in the ‘student power’ movement of the
late 1960s and early 1970s, a time when students were asserting – and
others were sometimes accepting – the idea that students had aright to
participate in decisions about their own education. These movements had
lasting impacts on universities, where a student presence in governance
and student evaluations of teaching have become standard practice. They
had much less impact on schools, being reflected more in some of the
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curriculum reforms of the time, such as self-directed courses, than in any
of the structural features of schools.

Beginning in about the mid 1970s, we saw a steady retreat from the
idea that students had a right to involvement in decision-making, and a
steady increase in the view of students as the passive – and often insuffi-
ciently thankful – recipients of others’ nostrums. In the last few years,
even though the dominant rhetoric in education stresses learning outcomes
in order to prepare students for economic roles (Levin, 1998b), interest in a
greater role for students has renewed. However the grounds for proposing
greater student involvement have shifted. In the 1960s and early 1970s,
student power was essentially an attempt to extend political participation
and hence democracy. The justifications were largely on grounds of rights.
The recent literature, on the other hand, although it still includes some
appeals to political participation, rests primarily on grounds of efficacy –
that reform will be more successful if students are more involved or, even
more strongly, that education reform cannot be successful unless students
are more involved.

I continue to believe that there are strong normative arguments for
greater student involvement but these would require an extensive discus-
sion in their own right (as provided in Levin, 1998a). Fortunately,
pragmatic arguments based on efficacy are quite complementary to the
normative case, and it is a discussion of these which forms the bulk of this
paper.

Consistent with the theme of the argument, the empirical and concep-
tual basis for thinking about student participation is quite limited. Though
the literature on school reform is extensive, very little of it actually takes
up issues of the role of students; most of what is available is discussed in
this paper.

PRAGMATIC ARGUMENTS

The pragmatic arguments for greater student participation in education
reform are varied and overlapping, but the arguments can be thought of
as embodying one or more of five lines:

1. Effective implementation of change requires participation by and buy-
in from all those involved, students no less than teachers;

2. Students have unique knowledge and perspectives that can make
reform efforts more successful and improve their implementation;

3. Students’ views can help mobilise staff and parent opinion in favour
of meaningful reform;
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4. Constructivist learning, which is increasingly important to high stan-
dards reforms, requires a more active student role in schooling;

5. Students are the producers of school outcomes, so their involvement is
fundamental to all improvement.

The first three of these arguments have grown out of organizational
considerations, having to do with ideas about how meaningful change in
organisations is created and sustained. These ideas are widely promoted
in regard to all kinds of organizations, not only schools. For example,
ideas of quality management make similar claims about the importance of
participation by all members of an organization. The latter two arguments,
however, are unique to education because they have to do with how it
is that learning occurs. Although the two lines of argument are treated
separately, they are actually closely connected, as should become apparent
as the arguments are developed.

Effective implementation of change requires participation by and buy-in
from all those involved, students no less than teachers

The idea that participation is a requisite for commitment to change and
hence for successful change is now generally regarded as a received truth.
Twenty years of work on implementation of change in education has made
it abundantly clear that when teachers are not committed to reforms, those
reforms do not take root (Fullan, 1991; Elmore, 1995; Cohen, 1995).
Almost every prominent writer on the subject assumes that teacher involve-
ment and support is key to any lasting change in schools. For example, in
the newHandbook of Research on Educational Administration, this theme
is taken up in many chapters. Writing about professionalism, Sykes says
that “Members of a school community must develop ownership in the local
processes through which they evaluate their work and its results in student
learning” (1999, p. 244). Smylie and Hart (1999) discuss the importance
of building strong social relations among teachers.

Principals in schools with high collaboration and strong professional cultures work actively
to create structures, places, and occasions for social relations among teachers to develop
and function. (p. 430)

Adams and Kirst, discussing accountability, remind us that “Agents are
motivated to change when their personal goals are aligned with change,
when they are confident in their ability to change, and when they feel
supported in attempting the change” (1999, p. 484).

The list could be extended indefinitely, but the point is clear. The
importance of teacher participation is widely accepted, and research has
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moved on to consider the forms of participation that are likely to be most
beneficial.

Very little of this work gives any attention to student participation. Yet
it seems reasonable to think that active understanding and commitment by
students to school reform is just as essential. After all, as Fullan (1991,
p. 189) points out, “Effective change in schools involves just as much
cognitive and behavioral change on the part of students as it does for
anyone else.” We know that efforts by teachers to change practice can be
resisted, subverted or rejected by students if the latter do not support or
understand them (Erickson & Schultz, 1992; Kohn, 1993; Ryan & Stiller,
1991), just as efforts by school administrators can be rejected by teachers.
Thus student understanding of and commitment to reform must be taken
seriously just as we would want to do for teachers. If participation by those
affected by reform is seen as necessary, then participation by students must
be accorded the same status.

Students have unique knowledge and perspectives that can improve our
approach to implementation

Virtually all school reform is planned and implemented by adults. By
talking with and listening to students, we can learn more about how
classroom and school processes can be made more powerful, and how
improvement can be fostered, whether or not students are committed to
a particular reform.

Jean Rudduck and colleagues have produced important work on this
point. Based on extensive work with students at a variety of levels,
Rudduck et al. argue that efforts in Britain to improve student achievement
require educators to

Start by inviting pupils to talk about what makes learning difficult for them, about what
diminishes their motivation and engagement, and what makes some give up and settle for a
‘minimum risk, minimum effort’ position – even though they know that doing well matters.
(1996, p. 3)

They also make the important point that students’ work in schools cannot
be separated from the changes happening in their lives outside the school;
that changes in perceived work opportunities or family structures or gender
roles have powerful impacts on how students see and respond to what the
school provides.

Another interesting perspective on students’ knowledge of school
improvement comes from the work of Thorkildsen (1994), who shows
how even quite young children have well developed ideas about fairness in
the classroom, about appropriate assessment practices, and other important
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aspects of school life. However, students are rarely asked to express these
views.

More careful listening to students would seem to be a key requirement
in order to understand what impact current reforms are having as well as
thinking about other changes that might actually improve learning. Yet it
is striking how seldom this theme comes up in the school reform liter-
ature. Even models that are based extensively on the collection of data
to guide improvement tend to treat students as passive providers of infor-
mation rather than active co-constructors of meaning (e.g. Joyce, Calhoun
& Hopkins, 1999). As Fullan (1991, p. 182) puts it, “. . . we hardly know
anything about what students think about educational change because no
one ever asks them.”

Students’ views can help mobilise staff and parent opinion in favour of
meaningful reform

For the past few years I have been involved with the Manitoba School
Improvement Program (MSIP).1 MSIP was originally sponsored by the
Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation as an attempt to learn more about
how real and lasting change could be brought about in secondary schools.
The program involved school-based change efforts in about 25 middle and
secondary schools in the province of Manitoba. Change strategies were
developed within each school, with teaching staff playing a key role in
determining the agenda and moving the changes forward (Earl & Lee,
1999).

The MSIP has had a strong focus on the use of empirical data in the
change process. In each school MSIP consultants helped schools collect
baseline and ongoing data on student achievement and retention, as well
as on student, staff and parent attitudes to schooling and views of change.
One of the important learnings from this process – and one that was rather
unexpected – was that data from students had a powerful influence on the
willingness of teachers to consider real change. Many teachers were quite
able to reject external research as a basis for change, and even to reject
the experience of other schools. But when surveys of students in their
own school showed significant levels of boredom or disaffection, teachers
found this evidence compelling. In one school, the discovery by staff that
most of their students did not actually go on to university as they had been
assuming created a crisis of purpose and galvanised some substantial and
lasting changes in school organisation, curriculum and teaching practice.
In other schools the clear evidence that many students were simply not
engaged by their schooling led staff to reconsider much of what they had
steadfastly maintained was vital to do. Several other examples of the power
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of student views in moving reform forward are provided in Nicholls and
Thorkildsen (1995).

Corbett and Wilson (1995) argue that student resistance to change
can also be a lever for educator learning. When we hear students talk,
for example, about memorisation and passing tests as being the essential
elements of schooling, we may realise that we have failed to commu-
nicate our broader goals and aspirations for schooling, and that change
in practices is necessary to do so.

Student data and opinion can also have strong effects on parents. In
some schools parents can be an active barrier to change as they fear
what they consider to be ‘experimentation’ on their children. But when
their children talk to them about their experience of schooling, and
parents really hear, there can be far more openness to considering alter-
native practices. Coleman (1998) suggests that student-parent discussions
about schooling can also be fostered directly by schools, with positivie
consequences for everyone’s understanding.

That we are surprised to learn that students can have an important
influence on the debate about change shows the extent to which they have
been left out of the decision-making process in schooling. As Erickson
and Schultz (1992, p. 482) put it, “The absence of student experience from
current educational discourse limits the insight of educators as well as that
of students”.

Arguments from an educational perspective
Although much current education reform in many countries focuses on
basic skills, external accountability, and more controls on what students
do (Levin, 1997a), other common elements of reform could be seen as
lending support to a greater student role (Hargreaves & Fullan, 1998). The
emphasis on schooling as preparation for work can certainly be criticised,
but it has led to calls for more attention in schools to complex skills such
as teamwork and problem-solving (Levin, 1999). The extensive develop-
ment of sets of proposed outcomes for subject areas such as mathematics
and science focuses attention on issues of deep understanding in addition
to learning algorithmic procedures. Efforts to develop authentic assess-
ment push schools to look at learning as being more than test scores. The
potential does exist for some greater synergy between long-held ideas of
educators and the wishes of reformers. As Berryman (1992) puts it,

For the first time in our history, the education needed to function effectively in labor
markets in both high- and low-skill jobs looks similar to that needed to participate effec-
tively as citizens, to work through moral dilemmas, or to make intelligent purchases of
often complex goods and services. . . The educational challenge common to these disparate
activities is to prepare individuals for thoughtful choice and judgement. (1992, p. 345)
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Ideas about the nature of better education bear on the role of students in
two important ways.

Constructivist learning requires a more active student role in schooling

Much of the recent effort in education reform is organised around
constructivist ideas about learning (Prawat & Peterson, 1999). The broad
recognition of this position is illustrated in the report of OECD Education
ministers in 1996 (OECD, 1996), which described “successful learning
and work environments” as being meaningful and motivating for learners;
taking into account what learners bring; interweaving knowledge, problem
solving and application; fostering active learner involvement, and allowing
learners to control their own performance. While constructivism is a broad
term that can include a wide range of educational practices, a common
thread is the view that schooling must be organised around the reality
that students are active constructors of knowledge rather than its passive
recipients (APA & McREL, 1993). All versions of constructivism call for
students to be engaged more actively in learning.

It seems tautological to conclude that active learning requires a
more active student presence in the classroom. Such activism cannot be
restricted to those moments defined by teachers. By definition an active
student is seeking to manage his or her own learning. The result will neces-
sarily be more questions and opinions by students about the organization
of learning. Students will want to have something to say about how they
learn, when they learn, where they learn, and so on. Many matters that have
traditionally been assumed to be the purview of the teachers will become
instead matters to be discussed and negotiated with students – not just
because such involvement creates buy-in as in the arguments a few pages
earlier, but because this kind of discussion is critical to learning.

A wonderful account of a classroom that embodies a truly interactive
approach to working with students can be found in “Education as Adven-
ture: Lessons from the Second Grade” (Nicholls & Hazzard, 1993). The
class described in this book, a group of second graders with many facing
challenges of poverty, is so vital, and open to student ideas, and so domi-
nated by the importance of real learning, that one cannot but be enthused
by what is possible.

The term now being used most often to describe active student involve-
ment in learning isengagement. Smith et al. (1998) provide a good review
of the literature on engagement and the varying ways in which the term is
being used. As Newmann (1992) points out, to enhance achievement one
must first learn how to engage students.
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Although Newmann takes the view thatengagementis a broader
concept thanmotivation, the substantial literature on motivation (e.g. Deci
& Ryan, 1985; Kohn, 1993; McCombs & Whistler, 1997) does provide
another important support to the constructivist position. Psychologists can
speak with considerable confidence about the features of learning that
promote motivation – meaningful tasks, a reasonable degree of autonomy
in how these are carried out, and a setting that provides respect, support
and challenge simultaneously. Kershner (1996) interviewed year 9 (13–14
year old) students in Britain about what contributed to their working hard.

For many of the pupils, the notion of hard work was closely connected with engagement
in an interesting task that presented a challenge to them. The general push amongst these
pupils was for more independent and creative ways of working. They spoke with pleasure
about work that required them to do their own research, to use their imaginations and to
make choices about what to include and what to leave out. (p. 78)

Rudduck et al. (1996, p. 174), studying the factors that students saw as
assisting learning, came up with a very similar list – respect, fairness,
autonomy, intellectual challenge, social support, and security. Which of
us would not want the same conditions governing our own work?

An illustration of the impact of engagement was told to me by a
graduate student who was principal of a small elementary school. Part
of her responsibility was to teach the grade 4 health curriculum. Influ-
enced by our discussions at the university of the central role of learners
in producing learning, she asked her students if they would like to take
charge of their learning in this class. The students agreed and immediately
reorganised the health classes. In fact, they asked to have multiple copies
of the curriculum guide ordered so that they could read them, following
which they instructed their teacher on the aspects of the program that they
felt would require more of her assistance and those which they felt they
could do more independently or in less time.

Constructivism is a key element of many reform proposals that seek
to elevate standards of achievement. A further consequence of a construc-
tivist orientation must logically be a role for students in shaping the nature
of schooling and hence of reform. To move schools closer to practices
that embody constructivist ideas requires a change process that is itself
constructivist. Students would need to be active parties in such efforts.

Students are the producers of school outcomes, so their involvement is
fundamental to all improvement

In this line of argument, the requirement for student involvement is rooted
in the fundamental nature of education, not only in regard to constructivist
pedagogy, but for all forms of learning. In general, accounts of schooling
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and school reform focus on teaching and the work of teachers. I have
suggested elsewhere (Levin, 1993, 1994) that in fact it is learning that is
the fundamental element of schooling. Teachers are not the producers of
learning; in the end it is students who must do the learning. Students are
not raw materials to be shaped, as suggested in so many of the production
metaphors for schooling, but inevitably the shapers, for better or worse,
of themselves. Of course people shape themselves in a context, so that
teachers, among others, can have a powerful impact on what students
choose to do. But our interest must finally lie with what students choose,
and that means that we should pay much more attention than is presently
the case to what learners do and why they do it.

If learning is indeed the centre of schooling, then it also seems evident
that learners need to have a greater share in shaping their own produc-
tion if we are to improve outcomes. A large literature in management
now emphasizes the importance in work settings of creating teams and
involving workers in decisions about their work. In schools, some of this
thinking has been applied to teachers as part of a growing body of work
on collegiality (Hargreaves, 1994). However the predominant practice in
schools continues to see students as passive.

Studies of hundreds of U S secondary schools (Wilson & Corcoran,
1988) and two large studies of Canadian secondary schools nominated as
‘exemplary’ or as especially engaging to students (CEA, 1995; Smith et al.,
1998) show that traditional patterns of order and hierarchy are overwhelm-
ingly dominant. Many other qualitative or ethnographic studies of schools
have had similar findings (e.g. Fullan, 1991; Rudduck et al., 1996). John
Goodlad’s huge study of U.S. schools in the early 1980s came to these
conclusions about secondary schools.

The picture that emerges from the data is one of students increasingly conforming, not
assuming an increasingly independent decision-making role in their own education.

On one hand, many teachers verbalise the importance of students increasingly becoming
independent learners; on the other, most view themselves as needing to be in control of the
decision-making process. (1984, p. 109)
Students in the classes we observed made scarcely any decisions about their learning
. . . (1984, p. 229)

It is difficult to see how schools can improve in any serious way unless
these conditions are addressed directly.

Two other points need to be made before moving on to look at ways in
which greater student involvement in reform could be developed.

First, although I have argued that the current discourse about education
reform does have some positive potential, it can also provide a significant
obstacle to developing a stronger role for students in school improvement,
since in almost all the current rhetoric students are, if mentioned at all,
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discussed as objects to be worked upon rather than actors to be taken
seriously. Ryan and Stiller (1991, p. 117) point out that “. . . the more we
try to measure, control and pressure learning from without, the more we
obstruct the tendencies of students to be actively involved and to participate
in their own education.” Educators generally share this view (though not
necessarily in regard to the control and pressure thattheyput on students),
but have not done well in persuading governments. If we can connect legit-
imate concerns about students’ learning to the kind of agenda outlined in
this paper, it should be possible to mobilise more of the positive potential
in current reforms.

A special point must also be made about the importance of engage-
ment and active learning to those students who are least successful in
our schools. A considerable body of evidence shows that disadvantaged
students tend to receive the least interesting, most passive forms of instruc-
tion, and are given the least opportunity to participate actively in their
own education (Anderson & Pelliger, 1990; Brown, 1991; Knapp, Shields
& Turnbull, 1995). Low levels of engagement are also related to drop-
ping out of school. Yet we also have good evidence that learners who
have been least successful can achieve high standards of performance
when the appropriate conditions of motivation, challenge and support are
present. For example, the province of Manitoba has used a program model
that focuses on building motivation and providing appropriate support
to graduate from demanding professional programs a large number of
students who had been high school dropouts (Alcorn & Levin, in press).
Learners with poor success records are often most motivated by forms of
education that give them more control over what they do and how they
do it (Nicholls & Thorkildsen, 1995). This is one of the main appeals of
computer-assisted instruction (Levin, 1997b); as students realise that they
can determine what and how they learn, their level of commitment to and
success in learning tends to rise significantly.

This latter point provides another connection to the normative argu-
ments for student participation. For many students, and especially those
most in need of high quality education, there is no division between the
school as a place for meaningful work and the school as a place in which
they have a political role (Hunter, in preparation). In the end, learning is
strongly linked to a sense of efficacy and belonging, and these in turn imply
an active engagement with the organization, nature and forms of learning.
When learners and teachers really engage with questions of what should
be learned and how, moral questions will inevitably surface. Nicholls and
Nolen (1995) point out that teachers do know what motivates students,
but do not use these practices all the time because of perceived external
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constraints. Lewis (1999) finds that teachers identify a gap between what
they think is best practice and what they think is realistic in the classroom.
Active engagement in learning will raise issues of what is worth learning
and how knowledge should be used. Education which is only technical,
only about the curriculum, cannot produce the outcomes we say we really
want, whether these are academic or much broader.

DEVELOPING THELEARNER ROLE IN REFORM

I have tried to show that improving school outcomes is more likely to occur
if students are accorded a significant role in all aspects of the process. What
steps might we take to bring about such a situation? A rapidly evolving
literature on school reform and school improvement generally gives us
many indicators of the kinds of approaches that are most likely to be
effective. In the case of students, however, the literature is so sparse that
we have only some indicators of what might be possible. If and when more
work is done with students, we will need to accumulate better evidence to
guide our efforts.

Earlier I framed the rationales for student involvement as being either
organizational or educational in nature. Practices to build involvement
can be thought of using the same two categories. There are organiza-
tional vehicles and also educational processes that can contribute to
bringing students into the reform process in a substantial and meaningful
way. Just as the educational rationales for student involvement are more
important than the organizational, so are the educational strategies, but
both dimensions need attention.

If we think first of organizational processes, involvement of students in
management of change is vital. The most common response might be to
include a student on school or district steering committees for improve-
ment projects. Though a step in the right direction, this is too limited an
approach. One student is even less likely to represent a diverse student
body than a single staff member is for all teachers. Moreover, students
will typically have less experience and less skill in the kinds of political
processes that school planning groups conduct. Being the only student
among many adults is also a difficult situation for many young people.

Schools ought to consider three further steps: involving several students
in formal management processes, providing training and support for
students, and asking students to organise their own parallel process of
discussion of change that could bring many more students into the deliber-
ative process. The first step is simple, the second not particularly difficult.
People moving into new roles require help in learning them. Just as
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teachers need support to introduce new forms of pedagogy, students will
need help in learning to participate effectively in deliberative processes in
the schools. Since the skills required to participate in managing reform,
such as defining problems, gathering evidence, analysing data, writing
proposals, and working effectively in teams, are themselves important
educational outcomes, helping students learn them is clearly a worthwhile
educational activity that the school should support.

The development of parallel processes for students is another useful
strategy. Just as teachers will work together over a period of time to define
ideas for change, agree on priorities and consider strategies, so could
students. School-wide fora, systems of elected representatives, and surveys
of opinions (preceded by debate) on important questions are all means of
creating and legitimizing discussion among students on issues that matter.
Student councils could be asked, or even expected, to move beyond their
traditional role to become actively involved in working on the educational
mission of the school.

At the same time, student views should be sought by schools through
other means as well. I have already mentioned the impact of survey data
from students in the Manitoba School Improvement Program. Many school
development approaches emphasise gathering and using data on achieve-
ment as a vital part of assessing current status and looking for areas of
improvement. Equally important is information on students’ views about
school. The unique viewpoints of students and their particular ways of
understanding and responding to situations are as vital for a school inter-
ested in change as are achievement data. The key is to make it normal, even
expected, that students would have a reasoned, informed and respected
voice in school decisions.

None of these strategies is limited to high school students. As the
examples cited earlier suggest, even young students have ideas about what
makes schooling satisfying, and the further development of their skills in
these areas is itself a valuable educational task.

These steps can be taken in any school with rather modest effort.
More ambitious approaches are also possible. Goldman and Newman
(1998) describe an extensive and comprehensive programmatic approach
to school reform with students playing a central role. They have developed
this process working with schools in several U S states, including some
very poor schools in Chicago. In their model, students are centrally
involved in defining reform needs as well as in implementing them. Special
efforts are made to involve a wide range of students in these processes,
which include substantial learning for students. In the process, students
develop leadership skills and increase their own commitment to school
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success while at the same time supporting the achievement of important
school-wide goals. The vital element in this model is the move from reform
as beingby adultsfor students to reformby students as well as by adults
(Smith et al., 1998).

Just as education reform should rest on educational rationales, so must
reform strategies have educational as well as managerial components. As
Smith et al. (1998, p. 126) point out, “Traditional avenues for student
participation in school decisions were necessary but insufficient to create
a sense of full participation.. . . ” Making reform an educational process
means looking for ways in which the day to day work of schooling could
engage issues and ideas of reform and improvement.

It is always possible to begin in classrooms by asking students to
talk about their views and ideas. What do they see as the issues facing
them and the appropriate educational response? What would they like
to change if they could? What ideas do they have for making schools
more educational? Listening with real attention, asking questions, and
asking students to develop their ideas is a way of contributing to the
discussion around reform that can be done by any teacher or adminis-
trator. Schooling can itself become a part of the curriculum. Students can
gather data, conduct surveys, debate options, consider alternatives. The
data-based approach to school improvement advocated by Joyce, Calhoun
and Hopkins (1999) itself provides a large number of possibilities for
students to be engaged in school reform. Work by Rudduck et al. (1996),
Nicholls and Hazzard (1993), and Nicholls and Thorkildsen (1995) all
provide further stimulating examples. Most importantly, all these activ-
ities require key educational skills – reading, writing, analysing data,
discussing, thinking.

An interesting example of the combining of the work of reform with
the work of learning occurred in a school district in Manitoba that asked
high school students to undertake research on what happened to former
students in their schools (Bryant, Lee & Levin, 1997; Taylor et al., 1999).
Students were involved in defining research questions, gathering data,
analyzing the data and figuring out the conclusions. They did the research
as part of their English course, working with teachers and university
researchers. Unlike most school assignments, the results of this research
were formally presented to school staffs, parents, and the school board,
and became part of the debate in the district around the future of secondary
schooling. These projects had the combined effect of meeting important
curriculum and learning requirements, contributing useful data to the
schools, and drawing students actively into the dialogue around educa-
tion improvement. Moreover, because students were gathering data from
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former students in their own schools, they found themselves thinking a
great deal about what their schooling was for and how they could get
the most out of it. These students found the comments and advice of
their predecessors powerful in a way that the same advice coming from
parents and teachers could not be. In a similar approach, Campbell et
al. (1994) suggest using students as program evaluators who then make
recommendations for change and improvement to teachers and others.

These examples are also reminders of the importance of the student-
parent relationship in shaping educational outcomes (Coleman, 1998).
Steps that create discussion about school in the home are potentially
important in changing the attitudes of both parents and students towards
the school. Where students are actively involved in school reform efforts,
they should be encouraged and supported in sharing their activities and
opinions with their parents and families. The task of parent involvement
need not and cannot be done entirely by professionals.

Both organizational and educational processes that draw more people in
are also likely to generate more conflict. Once people are asked to partic-
ipate, they expect their views to be taken seriously. Debate on issues of
purposes and values can be difficult and acrimonious. Since schools are
not usually places where students’ views are accorded much significance,
educators may find themselves creating more difficulties, at least until
people learn to work together in new ways and to hear different voices.
Silva (1999) describes a reform process in a California high school in
which students were asked to participate, but ended up even more alien-
ated because they felt that their involvement was token and that the school
staff made all the important decisions without regard to students’ input.
Moreover, Silva points out that even within the student group there were
difficulties in creating a process that included all sectors of a very diverse
student body. It is tempting to allow the able, articulate, well-connected
students to dominate the process, but achieving greater equity in outcomes,
as already noted, is only likely when all sectors of the student community
feel involved.

The complex problems of creating meaningful dialogue across differ-
ences in power and identity (Burbules & Rice, 1991; Fielding, 1998;
Halpin, 1999) are beyond the scope of this paper, but vitally important.
They are, however, the problems that young people and all the rest of us
have to face in our lives beyond the school as we struggle to create societies
that are truly open, caring and just. As has often been argued, the skills of
political participation, while not part of the standard curriculum, are among
the most vital attributes all of us need to learn.
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CONCLUSION

As this paper was being written I attended a conference organised by the
Manitoba School Improvement Program (MSIP) called “Make a Choice!
Raise Your Voice!”. The conference, primarily organised by high school
students, was part of the MSIP effort to put issues of ‘student voice’ at
the centre of school reform efforts. About 200 students spent the day
in sessions talking about ways in which their participation in the life
and work of the school, and especially in school improvement, could
be strengthened. Listening to students talking about school reminded me
forcefully of my own involvement 30 years ago as a leader of a high
school students’ organisation. Students’ wishes today are modest, even
timid. They do not seek to overthrow the system, or even to control it.
They expect and want educators to remain in control. They do, however,
want to understand why things are done as they are. They would like to
be able to voice their views about change and have them heard. They wish
to have some more choice about how and what they learn. On the whole,
they are amazingly accepting of the standard organisation and practices of
schools.

Thirty years ago we missed the opportunity to use new ideas about
students’ rights and roles as a way to build stronger and better schools.
The opportunity to do so may now be with us again, even in the midst
of rhetoric about schooling that many educators find depressing. Can we
find the energy to use the potential of this new moment to support better
education?

NOTE

1 More information on MSIP can be found at its website, www.sunvalley.ca/msip.

REFERENCES

APA & McREL (Mid-continent Regional Educational Laboratory) (1993).Learner-
Centred Psychological Principles: Guidelines for School Redesign and Reform. A
report of the Presidential Task Force on Psychology in Education of the American
Psychological Association.

Adams, J. & Kirst, M. (1999). New demands and concepts for educational accountability.
In J. Murphy & K. Louis (eds),Handbook of Research on Educational Administration
(pp. 463–490), 2nd edn. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Alcorn, W. & Levin, B. (in press). Post-secondary education for indigenous peoples.Adult
Learning.



170 BENJAMIN LEVIN

Anderson, L. & Pelliger, L. (1990). Synthesis of research on compensatory and remedial
education.Educational Leadership48(1), 10–16.

Berryman, S. (1992). Learning for the workplace. In L. Darling Hammond (ed),Review
of Research in Education, Vol. 19 (pp. 343–401). Washington: American Educational
Research Association.

Brown, R. (1991).Schools of Thought. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Bryant, C., Lee, L. & Levin, B. (1997).Developing Student Voice: A Follow-Up Study

with Students as Researchers. Paper presented to the American Educational Research
Association, Chicago, March.

Burbules, N. & Rice, S. (1991). Dialogue across differences: Continuing the conversation.
Harvard Educational Review61(4), 393–416.

Canadian Education Association (1995).Study of Exemplary Secondary Schools in
Canada. Toronto: CEA.

Campbell, P., Edgar, S. & Halstead, A. (1994). Students as evaluators: A model for program
evaluation.Phi Delta Kappan76(2), 160–165.

Cohen, D. (1995). What is the system in systemic reform?Educational Researcher24(9),
11–17, 31.

Coleman, P. (1998).Parent, Student and Teacher Collaboration. Thousand Oaks; Corwin
Press.

Corbett, D. & Wilson, B. (1995). Make a difference with, not for, students: A plea to
researchers and reformers.Educational Researcher24(5), 12–17.

Deci, E. & Ryan, R. (1985).Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Determination in Human
Behavior. New York: Plenum.

Earl, L. & Lee, L. (1999).Learning, for a Change. Paper presented to the American
Educational Research Association, Montreal, April.

Elmore, R. (1995). Structural reform in educational practice.Educational Researcher
24(9), 23–26.

Erickson, F. & Schultz, J. (1992). Students’ experience of the curriculum. In P. Jackson
(ed),Handbook of Research on Curriculum(pp. 465–485). New York: Macmillan.

Fielding, M. (1998).Students as Researchers: From Data Source to Significant Voice.
Paper presented to the 11th International Congress for School Effectiveness and
Improvement, Manchester, January.

Fullan, M. (1991).The New Meaning of Educational Change. Toronto: OISE Press.
Goldman, G. & Newman, J. (1998).Empowering Students to Transform Schools. Thousand

Oaks, CA: Corwin.
Goodlad, J. (1984).A Place Called School. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Halpin, D. (1999). Democracy, inclusive schooling and the politics of education.Interna-

tional Journal of Inclusive Education3(3), 225–238.
Hargreaves, A. (1994).Changing Teachers, Changing Times. New York: Teachers College

Press.
Hargreaves, A. & Fullan, M. (1998).What’s Worth Fighting for Out There?New York:

Teachers College Press.
Hunter, H. (in preparation).What Can a Community School Do?Doctoral dissertation, The

University of Manitoba.
Joyce, B., Calhoun, E. & Hopkins, D. (1999).The New Structure of School Improvement.

Buckingham: Open University Press.
Kershner, R. (1996). The meaning of ‘working hard’. In J. Rudduck, R. Chaplain, & G.

Wallace (eds),School Improvement: What Can Pupils Tell Us?(pp. 70–86). London:
David Fulton.



EDUCATION REFORM 171

Knapp, M., Shields, P. & Turnbull, B. (1995). Academic challenge in high-poverty
classrooms.Phi Delta Kappan76(10), 770–776

Kohn, A. (1993). Choices for children: Why and how to let students decide.Phi Delta
Kappan75(1), 9–20.

Levin, B. (1993). Students and educational productivity.Educational Policy Analysis
Archives. Http://olam.ed.asu.edu./epaa.1/5, May 5.

Levin, B. (1994). Students and educational productivity.Phi Delta Kappan75(10), 758–
760.

Levin, B. (1997a). The lessons of international educational reform.Journal of Education
Policy12(4), 253–266.

Levin, B. (1997b) Assessment of computer-based employment skill learning systems for
adults.Canadian Journal for the Study of Adult Education11(1), 27–40.

Levin, B. (1998a). The educational requirement for democracy.Curriculum Inquiry28(1),
57–79.

Levin, B. (1998b) An epidemic of education policy: (What) can we learn from each other?
Comparative Education34(2), 131–141.

Levin, B. (1999).A Research Agenda on Schools and the Labour Market. Paper prepared
for the Consultation on the Pan-Canadian Educational Research Agenda, Ottawa, Feb.

Lewis, R. (1999). Teachers’ support for inclusive forms of classroom management.
International Journal of Inclusive Education3(3), 269–285.

McCombs, B. & Whistler, J. (1997).The Learner-Centred Classroom and School:
Strategies for Increasing Student Motivation and Achievement. San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass.

Newmann, F. (ed) (1992).Student Engagement and Achievement in American Secondary
Schools. New York: Teachers College Press.

Nicholls, J. & Hazzard, S. (1993).Education as Adventure: Lessons from the Second
Grade. New York: Teachers College Press.

Nicholls, J. & Thorkildsen, T. (eds) (1995).“Reasons for Learning”: Expanding the
Conversation on Student-Teacher Collaboration. New York: Teachers College Press.

Nicholls, J. & Nolen, S. (1995). Big science, little teachers: Knowledge and motives
concerning student motivation. In J. Nicholls & T. Thorkildsen (eds),“Reasons for
Learning”: Expanding the Conversation on Student-Teacher Collaboration(pp. 5–20).
New York: Teachers College Press.

OECD (1996).Meeting of the Education Committee at Ministerial Level – Lifelong
Learning for All. Paris: OECD.

Prawat, R. & Peterson, P. (1999). Social constructivist views of learning. In J Murphy & K
Louis (eds),Handbook of Research on Educational Administration(pp. 203–226), 2nd
edn. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Rudduck, J., Chaplain, R. & Wallace, G. (eds) (1996).School Improvement: What Can
Pupils Tell Us?London: David Fulton.

Ryan, R. & Stiller, J. (1991). The social contexts of internationalisation: Parent and
teacher influences on autonomy, motivation, and learning.Advances in Motivation and
Achievement7, 115–149.

Silva, E. (1999).Restructuring Democracy: Student Participation in High School Reform.
Unpublished paper, School of Education, University of California, Berkeley.

Smith, W., Butler-Kisber, L., LaRocque, L., Portelli, J., Shields, C., Sparkes, C. &
Vibert, A. (1998).Student Engagement in Learning and School Life: National Project
Report. Montreal: McGill University Office of Research on Educational Policy.
(www.cel.mcgill.ca./orep).



172 BENJAMIN LEVIN

Smylie, M. & Hart, A. (1999). School leadership for teacher learning and change. In
J. Murphy & K. Louis (eds),Handbook of Research on Educational Administration
(pp. 421–442), 2nd edn. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Sykes, G. (1999). The ‘new professionalism’ in education: An appraisal. In J. Murphy &
K. Louis (eds),Handbook of Research on Educational Administration(pp. 227–250),
2nd edn. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Taylor, L. Graham, B., Simpson, W., McClure, K. & Levin, B. (1999).High School
Students’ Transitions to Further Education and Work. Paper presented to the American
Educational Research Association, Montreal, April.

Thorkildsen, T. (1994). What is fair? Children’s critiques of practices that influence
motivation.Journal of Educational Psychology86(4), 475–486.

Wilson, B. & Corcoran, T. (1988).Successful Secondary Schools: Visions of Excellence in
American Public Education. London: Falmer.

Deputy Minister of Education
Province of Manitoba
Winnipeg, MB R3C 0U8
E-mail: blevin@leg.gov.mb.ca


